William Gass's Metafictional Theory and Practice by 方凡
学校编码：10384                   分类号______密级_____ 
学    号：B200204006                    UDC______  
 
厦 门 大 学 
 博 士 学 位 论 文 




指导教师姓名：杨仁敬  教 授 
专 业  名 称：英语语言文学 
论文提交日期：2005 年 3 月  
论文答辩时间：2005 年 6 月  
学位授予日期：    年  月  
    答辩委员会主席：                
    评    阅    人：                


































Doctoral Candidate: Fang Fan 









Department of English Languages and Literature 




































       声明人（签名）： 



























William Gass occupies a very important position in postmodern 
American Literature. Together with Robert Coover and Donald 
Barthelme etc, Gass has earned his reputation as one of the metafictional 
muses. Despite the fact that Gass is generally considered as a “difficult” 
writer whose writings have been almost exclusively appreciated among 
critics and in academia, he has finally achieved the recognition in 
American literary circle as “one of the finest essayists, fiction writers, 
and literary critics in English.” Perhaps it is just Gass’s lack of mass 
appeal that has resulted in his lack of popularity in China. There is 
hardly any critical review of Gass’s works in our country. This 
dissertation focuses on Gass’s metafictional theory and practice with the 
intention to reveal the characteristics in this postmodernist writer and 
enhance the study on American postmodernist fiction in the Chinese 
academic circle.  
William Gass has been notable among contemporary innovative 
American fiction writers both as a particularly intrepid explorer into the 
frontiers of fictional style and a theoretical proponent of postmodernism. 
In his main seven critical essay collections, Gass analyzes the 
ramifications of formal self-reflection in literature, defines the moral, 
artistic, and social implications of creating writing, and offers a 
convincing theoretical justification of the metafictional practices Gass 
and other metafictionists are pursuing. Much of Gass’s literary view is 
theoretically based on the approaches found in much of modern 
philosophy, science, and mathematics, which focus on the importance of 














terms and assumptions of their disciplines. With a sophisticated 
understanding of the bewitching enchantments of the linguistic process, 
he explores the primacy of words in both literary and ordinary lives, the 
artificiality of fiction and the roles of authors and readers.  
Much of William Gass’s fiction emphasizes the metafictional issues 
of the role of the artist, the relationship between man and his fictions, 
and the barrier of symbols that a writer constructs to keep the world at 
arm’s length through his elegant style of writing. By isolating his 
obsessive, highly imaginative characters and pushing them deeper and 
deeper within themselves and their fictions, Gass frees his language 
from the constraints of verisimilitude and allows it to create its own 
design and poetic intensity. With his emphasis on the word, Gass tends 
to achieve the musicality and metaphorical symbols of his sentences in 
fictions. Various experimental techniques such as typography, 
photography, color and cartoons etc. are employed so skillfully that 
Gass’s works have been regarded as typical examples of metafiction and 
Gass himself has been regarded as one of the best stylists in the US. 
This dissertation aims at studying William Gass and his works 
comprehensively: his postmodern outlook, his literary innovations, his 
metafictional fascination with words and his philosophical ideas in the 
roles of the creation, the artist and the reader. In order to understand 
Gass’s commanding position as one of the greatest metafictionists of 
postwar American literature, it’s necessary to take the dialectical method, 
combining historical and cultural study together with textual analysis. In 
illustrating Gass’s metafictional theory and practice in the postmodern 
age, this study does not deny their continuity with the American literary 
tradition. The critical approach is to study Gass’s works by applying the 
relevant theories of postmodernism put forward by the literary critics 
such as Fredric Jameson, Ihab Hassan, David Lodge, and Linda 














to set the tone for the study of Gass’s fascination with the primacy of 
words in daily and literary contexts. The purpose of this dissertation is to 
study Gass’s seven important collections of essays, three novels and two 
collections of short stories in the postmodern perspective so as to 
analyze how Gass, as the denominator of metafiction, has endeavored to 
promote both the theory and practice of metafiction in the postmodern 
informational age when some critics cried about the “death of the novel” 
and “literary exhaustion”.  
The dissertation consists of introduction, four chapters and 
conclusion. Introduction explains the origin and features of American 
metafiction in the 1960s and how William Gass has earned his fame as 
one of the metafictional muses in American contemporary literature. The 
changed literary climate from the former “common national essence” to 
the “death of the novel” resulted from developments in philosophy and 
art as well as the radicalized social and political atmosphere. Innovative 
writers, with the belief that conventional fictions needed disruption and 
overhaul, are featured with a focus on the fiction-making process and a 
parodic, playful excessive style of writing to reinforce the subjective 
nature of all systems. William Gass, the first person to dub innovative 
fictions as “metafictions”, effectively enhances an appreciation of 
language object for its own splendid sake. As a language philosopher, a 
literary critic as well as a writer of fiction, Gass has brought to the 
contemporary literary scene a unique and sophisticated combination of 
skills. 
Chapter 1 Metafiction and Postmodernism gives a general survey 
on the relationship between metafiction and postmodernism. Fredric 
Jameson’s theory of “periodizing hypothesis”, a conjunctural analysis 
through tracing the mediations between late capitalism and postmodern 
aesthetics assigns postmodernism a historically specific meaning. This 














“postmodernism” beat off all rival term contenders, especially the chief 
rival “metafiction”. Various European and American critics have tried to 
provide definitions for “metafiction”. Though they shift their focus on 
the features of metafiction, they share the implication that metafiction 
might be better understood as a function inherent in all novels than a 
genetic category. However, though there have been debates over the 
definitions of both “postmodernism” and “metafiction”, and there are 
also various alternative terms for metafiction and postmodern fiction 
such as “surfiction”, “fabulation” and “anti-novel”, many academic 
researchers prefer “metafiction” to “anti-novel” and others for its 
specific meaning. In fact, metafiction is the primary form of postmodern 
fictions. Metafictions can be included into postmodern fictions, while 
postmodern fictions also include fictions of black humor and others. The 
general issues of metafiction can be summarized as the relationship of 
fiction and reality. It focuses on the arbitrariness of language, the 
artificiality of fiction, the paradoxical status of author and intertextuality. 
Various techniques have been adopted by metafitionists to offer signs of 
these issues. William Gass stands out among metafitionists as an intrepid 
defender of the aesthetic integrity of fictional art both theoretically and 
practically. The purity of his metafiction results from his fascination with 
the words. In fact, like other metafictionists, Gass has exaggerated the 
primacy of words and made them even to extremes, with which we may 
somewhat disagree.  
 Chapter 2 A World of Words --- William Gass’s Metafictional 
Essentials discusses how Gass theoretically and practically purports 
fictions as a world of words. As a language philosopher, Gass often 
directs our attention to how words and symbols can influence our 
experience of living in the world, either enrich or separate, even destroy, 
this experience. The assessment of his aesthetic stance should be mainly 














sentences, in metaphors and in fictional system, which owes a lot to 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language, especially the notion of 
“language game”. Because of the nature of language as 
“approximations”, Wittgenstein tends to standardize language but to let 
us know the ontological difference in different contexts. His “language 
games” reveals the way language is taught and used and how we have 
been entrapped in a particular picture by the past certain myths in our 
culture. This is also what Gass insists, i.e., the worlds writers create are 
not real ones but imaginatively possible ones.  
Theoretically William Gass focuses on the primacy of words in 
ordinary and literary contexts, and believes fictions as a linguistic 
construct. Firstly, Gass goes uncompromisingly in his suspicion of 
language as a means to establish contact with the world. He believes that 
a word is impossible to achieve the mission of conveying external reality 
to us. The successful comprehension of a so-called natural utterance 
depends on the resolution of indeterminacies of context. Secondly, the 
word within a literary context even has an ontological shift from those 
words within an ordinary context. Ordinarily words have specific 
referential and utilitarian functions; however, when in literary discourse, 
the utility or referential function of words disappears. To Gass, the 
language of fiction is valuable for its own aesthetic sake, not merely, nor 
even primarily, for its ability to summon any reality outside itself. 
Thirdly, the nature of textual reality lies in internal principles of 
coherence, instead of its reflection of a pre-existent norm. This indicates 
that all texts, including those of philosophy, science, mathematics, 
literature and others, are primarily meaning systems of internal 
consistency instead of the mimetic correspondence to the outside world. 
Gass believed that the fictional world is always incurably figurative and 
that it functions as a metaphorical model of our own. Fourthly, Gass’s 














literary characters are literally deprived of their human dimension. 
Characters are essentially word-stuff, textual placeholders and 
remembered sound. Thus, anything may become a character simply to 
the degree the words of the novel qualify it. Obviously, Gass has 
separated the characterization in writings from reality.  
In his practice of metafictions, William Gass presents a world of 
words in his fictions and short stories. Omensetter’s Luck and In the 
Heart of the Heart of the Country both present the words as the world in 
one’s mind. Willie Master’s Lonesome Wife shows the words of text as a 
lady’s body. The Tunnel, however, suggests the words of excavation into 
a personal history. Instead of plotting the fiction, Gass emphasizes the 
metafictional impulse of characters, always self-conscious and 
self-reflexive. Everything in the fiction is just words, the artifact. In his 
fictions, Gass reveals the dichotomy between words and reality. The 
narrators are all alienated from the reality and retreat into words, peering 
at their surroundings through the screens of language. Most of them 
choose to have the coherent parsimony in the languages instead of the 
chaotic abundance in reality, a choice made to gain relief. Gass’s 
metafictional self-consciousness distinguishes Gass from his solipsistic 
narrators.  
Chapter 3 The Game of Sentences --- William Gass’s 
Metafictional Devices focuses on Gass’s theory of narrative technique 
as a game of language and his practical playing around the form in his 
fictions in the postmodern concept of formal tension: frame and 
frame-breaking. The foregrounding of frames in postmodernist writings 
tends to highlight the position that neither historical nor literary 
experience are unmediated or unprocessed or non-linguistic, or “fluid” 
or “random” as modernist would have it. In postmodernist novels frames 
are explicitly laid bare. Strategies such as parody and inversion have the 














itself, postmodern novels do not reinforce our sense of a continuous 
reality, but split it open and expose the levels of illusion. 
Theoretically, William Gass holds that a greater freedom should be 
given to both authors and readers to explore the novel’s status as an 
artifact and release it from the pretense that it mirrors the real world. 
Rather than accepting the debilitating and fallen condition of current 
language, he preaches his poetics of fiction in calling for a language 
worthy of our world. Firstly, with the employment of Freud’s theory of 
psychology, Gass argues that words are the voice of consciousness, 
which becomes the self. It is the dynamics of speech that allows us to 
communicate ahead of understanding such as various articulations, 
intonation and inflections etc. The language of art should serve the soul. 
With those poetic words to form sentences, a good sentence can invoke 
such acuity and accuracy of sensation, which contains consciousness. 
Secondly, Gass frees his works out of traditional linear structure. Instead 
of plotting his fictions out on graph paper, Gass’s narrative emerges from 
a verbal center. The exposing of a symbolic center is the process of the 
construction. With the technique of spiraling structure, Gass calls for 
attention to nonlinear elements in fiction. To Gass, though the linear 
element in fiction is inescapable and must be dealt with, there are other 
elements too, equally important. A work is being layered: certain aspects 
are nonlinear and certain aspects are linear. Thus, Gass turns to the 
symbolic center to develop his fictions. 
In his practical narratives, William Gass tends to achieve a designed 
chaos in his text. The whole text does not explain in a temporal sequence 
as it would in a plot. What it explains is only the narrator. The fiction is 
not structured to tell the story of his or her life, but to reveal his verbal 
consciousness. Musicality and structural intricacy are two key points in 
Gass’ s narrative strategies, relieving the creation of heterocosm of 














ringing musicality and nuances of symbolic statement to reinforce the 
allegorical development of the novel. Poetic rhythm in Omensetter’s 
Luck punctuates Gass’s efforts to parody a classical American narrative 
form, the folktale or yarn, and a conventional American theme, the 
“nature-culture”, dichotomy of the Western. Metaphorical symbols of 
windows, tunnel and stone in Omensetter’s Luck, In the Heart of the 
Heart of the Country and The Tunnel are of great significance in serving 
the narrative structure. Both windows and tunnels offer the metaphor of 
escape from reality, while stones serve as a symbol of natural beings. 
The powerful language, rhythmic, alliterative, and laden with striking 
images, pulls our attention away from the telling of the tales and into its 
own thick mix.  
Secondly, in Willie Master’s Lonesome Wife, William Gass 
successfully makes a creature of layout and design such as photography, 
color, texture of paper, typography, various genres of literature and has 
no pagination, making the text as an entity palpable and visibly concrete 
in itself. Gass presents a dizzy world of words and provides potential for 
artists to express themselves in the modern publishing world. Thirdly, in 
“The Pederson’s Kid”, “In the Heart of the Heart of the Country’ and 
The Tunnel, parodies of the detective fiction, the conventions of separate 
parts, of poems and of music systems respectively undermine the 
traditional systematic narratives.  
Chapter 4 The Fiction as An object Worthy of Love --- William 
Gass’s Metafictional Significance gives a detailed study of Gass’s 
metafictional view for the significance of the fiction as an object worthy 
of love and the role of the artist as a methodologist and the reader as a 
performer, listener and constructor.  
Firstly, to William Gass, fiction is constructed entirely with 
language, which tends to tell nothing to anybody. Fiction always aspires 














have a moral point and thus serve as a social/political function. He is 
interested in making a self-contained system of concepts, ideas that will 
then define a kind of consciousness, the consciousness of the work. His 
belief that literary object contains its own rules and structures makes him 
free to make art of anything, the most sacred or profane. The 
trivialization of Holocaust in The Tunnel and that of revenge in “The 
Master of Secret Revenges” are best examples. Here, Gass generalizes 
the common features of postmodern American fictions, that is, literary 
writing has nothing to do with reality. They have adopted striking 
techniques to deconstruct the paradoxical reality and construct an ideal 
world in their artistic worlds. 
Secondly, influenced by the antibiographical theorizing of Wimsatt 
and Beardsley, Hirsch, and Poulet, Barthes’s “death of the author” and 
the birth of intertext, William Gass reiterates that the artist should be a 
“methodologist”, for whom the medium is the muse, for only when an 
artist is a methodologist can he reformulate traditional esthetic problems 
in terms of language. He also illustrates that the narrator’s mind is in an 
active, fictive movement, that Author’s mind is in a poetic mode. The 
Author didn’t think those words in their printed order. What is worth 
mentioning is that Gass has not only accepted the theory of New 
Criticism, but also made it to the extremes and thus shown the tendency 
of aestheticism.  
Thirdly, in the context of various conceptualizations of reading by 
hermeneuticists, structuralists, reader-response theorists, 
phenomenologists, and poststructuralists, insisting on the fictionality of 
the novel, William Gass, instead of providing the reader with the 
traditional omniscient or narrowed first-person presentation of a mirror 
of empirical reality, engages the reader in a creation from the textual 
words to the worlds of his imagination. He confronts the reader, 














his consciousness, making the reader a performer, listener and 
constructor. In Willie Master’s Lonesome Wife, Gass calls for ideal 
readers to have an interactive communication with the book and enjoy it 
in a proper way, not to hunt for reality but to construct the world in his 
imagination, thus fulfilling the role of the book as an object, an addition 
to the world worthy of love. 
In Conclusion, I give an overall evaluation of William Gass’s 
postmodernist outlook and his artistic innovation, pointing out his 
leading position in contemporary American metafiction and his influence 
on postwar American literature. (1). In his writing career, Gass has been 
an unwavering metafictionist in theory and practice, not only providing 
sound essays covering the ontological status of fiction, but also 
presenting most elegant sentences through his metafictions; (2). As a 
language philosopher, Gass always reminds us of the primacy of words 
and especially the ontological change of words in literary works. He 
holds an optimistic attitude toward the language in presenting a novel 
worthy of love; (3). His writings present an ongoing effort for aesthetic 
integrity, which not only differentiates his fiction from other 
postmodernists, but also widens the writing prospect of fiction; (4). 
Unlike other postmodernists who tend to blatantly arouse the reader’s 
attention to the fictitiousness and disruption of the Western postmodern 
world, Gass seeks a much more detached linguistic world but not a 
world of solipsism impasse, which makes him a typical metafictionist; 
(5). Gass is a leading metafictionist in contemporary American literature. 
Though he has exaggerated the primacy of words too much, and ignored 
reality as the fundamental element of creating writing, Gass links the 
literary tradition and develops postmodern fictions, thus frees American 
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